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LETTERS TO
THE EDITOR

Letters intended for publication should be a
maximum of 500 words, 10 references, and one
table or figure should be sent to Simon
Chapman, Deputy Editor, at the address given
on the inside front cover. Those responding to
articles or correspondence published in the
journal should be recetved within six weeks of
publication.

The Big Mac index of cigarette afford-
ability

To the Editor— Most people working in
tobacco control know that one of the most
cost-effective ways of reducing consumption
of tobacco across populations is to raise the
price of tobacco products.! In an effort to
persuade governments to raise taxes on
tobacco, tobacco control advocates have gen-
erally included in their proposals an analysis
of how tobacco taxes and cigarette prices in
their countries compare with those in other
countries,?® reasoning that government offi-
cials might wish to maintain a high ranking
or improve on a lower one.

In recent years advocates have been greatly
assisted in their submissions by the pub-
lication by the Canadian-based group, the
Non-Smokers’ Rights Association (NSRA),
of the tax rates and prices of cigarettes in 20
selected countries.”® These 20 nations in-
clude most of the high-taxing countries and a
selection of other nations with medium and
low tax rates. The NSRA table is updated
periodically and includes the price (in each
country’s local currency and in United States
dollars) of 20 cigarettes. It also provides the
tax rates and the percentage of the retail price
allocated to taxes.

The impact of tax increases on consump-
tion of tobacco products depends not only on
the relationship between the tax and the

retail price of these products but also on the
extent to which people can afford to buy
them. Hence young people® and people on
low incomes!® are more sensitive to changes
in price than are older people and those on
higher incomes.!!

Although possible, it remains very com-
plex to assess the relative affordability of
cigarettes in one country compared with
others, given factors such as differences in
male and female wage rates (affecting both
individual and household income) and ex-
change rate fluctuations. Laugesen has cal-
culated for New Zealand and Australia over
the past 30 years the number of cigarettes
that one could purchase per hour on average
weekly earnings in both countries (Murray
Laugeson, unpublished data). It would be of
tremendous value to the tobacco control
movement internationally if this monitoring
could be undertaken regularly for a larger
number of nations.

In the absence of such data, I developed an
alternative, proxy index of cigarette afford-
ability based on the price of a McDonald’s
Big Mac hamburger. Each year The Econ-
omist magazine publishes the Big Mac Ham-
burger Standard, listing the price in local
currency and US dollars of a Big Mac in 33
countries. To produce the table, I used The
Economist’s 16 April 1995 data (p 78), which
used prices and exchange rates as of 7 April
1995. To this I added information for Ireland
and Germany, obtained from private en-
quiries. Using the data published by the
NSRA on 22 March 1995, I then calculated
the “Big Mac index™ of cigarette afford-
ability for each country. The Big Mac index
is the number of cigarettes that one can buy
for the price of one McDonald’s Big Mac
hamburger. For Australia I updated the
NSRA figures to take into account an in-
crease in federal excise duty announced in
the May 1995 budget statement and an
increase in state franchise fees in three
Australian states, which was announced
shortly afterwards.

Although not perfect, the Big Mac index
gives a reasonable indication of the com-
parative affordability of cigarettes in each of
the countries listed. The index may be useful
to tobacco control lobbyists in providing an

The Big Mac rating of world cigarerte prices, April 1995

Country Cigarettes per Big Mac
Hong Kong 7.6
Canada (highest-priced province) 9.5
Western Australia, NSW, Victoria 10.0
(Australia) premium brands*
Ireland 11.9
United Kingdom 12.9
Western Australia, NSW, Victoria 135
(Australia) budget brands*

Canada (average, all provinces) 13.6
New Zealand (premium brands) 13.9
Sweden 17.0
Finland 17.0
New Zealand (budget brands) 17.5
Denmark 18.9
Germany 18.4
Canada (lowest-priced province) 21.8
Belgium 23,5
United States (average) 24.6
France 26.5
Ttaly 30.9
Taiwan 37.1
Switzerland 38.1
Argentina 43.8
Spain 64.0
South Korea 76.7
* June 1995.

NSW = New South Wales.
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additional and memorable perspective on the

comparative affordability of cigarettes to
youth.

MICHELLE SCOLLO

Immediate past Director, Quit,

Melbourne, Australia
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Research on the sale of smokeless
tobacco to adolescents

To the Editor — Research using self-reported
questionnaires or mock purchases indicates
that minors can easily purchase smokeless
tobacco.”™ In a mock purchase study, only
15 % of merchants sold the minors smokeless
tobacco.? The focus of this present study was
to document the extent to which minors are
actually able to purchase smokeless tobacco.

Two 16-year-old males, one Puerto Rican
and one white, were selected to purchase
smokeless tobacco. Two independent judges
rated their appearance, and both judged them
to look between 15 and 17. The setting for
the study was 60 stores in Chicago, Illinois
that sell smokeless tobacco. Stores were
selected randomly and divided equally
among white, Hispanic, and African-Amer-
ican ethnic geographical areas. In March
1994, each minor attempted to purchase
smokeless tobacco at 30 different stores,
totalling the 60 stores monitored during this
study. Each group of 30 stores consisted of
10 stores from each of the three ethnic
communities. If the merchant questioned the
minor as to whether he had identification, the
minor was instructed to say he did not have
any identification with him. If the minor was
asked his age, he was instructed to tell his
true age.

This study found that 86.7 %, of merchants
sold minors smokeless tobacco. Rates were
similar for the two minors (Puerto Rican,

90 % ; white, 83 %; %2 (1) = 0.45). However,
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